Annual Audit and Inspection Letter

Date

Last saved: 19/03/2008 16:10:00

An Audit and
Inspection Letter

South Somerset District Council



- Audit Commission descriptor to be inserted by Publishing-

Document Control
Author

Terry Bowditch
Filename

SSDC AAIL final.doc

Status of our reports

This report provides an overall summary of the Audit Commission’s assessment g
Council, drawing on audit, inspection and performance

by your Relationship Manager.

5/0f this report, or a copy in large print, in Braille, on tape, or in
ish, please call 0844 798 7070.

© Audit Commission 2007

For further information on the work of the Commission please contact:

Audit Commission, 1st Floor, Millbank Tower, Millbank, London SW1P 4HQ
Tel: 020 7828 1212 Fax: 020 7976 6187 Textphone (minicom): 020 7630 0421
www.audit-commission.gov.uk



Annual Audit and Inspection Letter | Contents 3

Contents

Key messages 4
Action needed by the Council 4
Purpose, responsibilities and scope 6
How is South Somerset District Council performing? 7
Service inspections 8
The audit of the accounts and value for money 10
Additional services 12
Looking ahead 14
Closing remarks 15
Availability of this letter 15

South Somerset District Council



4 Annual Audit and Inspection Letter | Key messages

Key messages

1 The main audit messages for the Council from this letter are as follows:

e South Somerset District Council is making clear progress since last year in
delivering its corporate aims and overcoming a number of challenges.

e The Council is making progress since last year according to a number of
assessments. For example the cross cutting Place to Live inspection judged
the Council to be delivering important results for citizens in areas such as

of 4 (performing strongly) for asset management.
e Performance indicators show that the Council’s rate of4

snstrating that Council
high performance to

improving well.

Action needed by the Council

2 The key actions that the Council needs to take in response to the issues raised in
this letter and in order of priority are as follows:

e address weaker areas identified in this year's corporate assessment;
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work collaboratively and effectively to improve the clarity of plans, priorities,
level of leadership and governance arrangements needed to deliver
significant improvements through joint working with all councils in Somerset;

continue to demonstrate that Council services are delivering consistent and
equitable levels of high performance to all communities in accordance with
the Council's vision and objectives; and

continue to seek reductions to the Council's cost base to close future funding
gaps.

South Somerset District Council
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Purpose, responsibilities and scope

3 This report provides an overall summary of the Audit Commission's assessment
of the Council. It draws on the findings and conclusions from the audit of the
Council for 2006/07 and from any inspections undertaken under section 10 of the
Local Government Act 1999. The letter includes the auditor's assessment of how
well the Council has managed its finances (the Use of Resources scores).

4 We have addressed this letter to members as it is the responsibility of the Council
to ensure that proper arrangements are in place for the conduct of its business

5 This letter also communicates the significant issues to key external ,

planning to publish it on its website.

6 Your appointed auditor is responsible for planning

e the Council’'s accounts;

e whether the Council has made prop
efficiency and effectiveness in its us
conclusion); and
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How is South Somerset District Council
performing?

8 South Somerset District Council was assessed as Fair in the Comprehensive
Performance Assessment carried out in 2004. These assessments have been
completed in all district councils and we are now updating these assessments,
through an updated corporate assessment, in councils where there is evidence of
change. The following chart is the latest position across all district councils.

Figure1  Overall performance of district’councils in CPA

/\

Performance against other councils

Excallant 16% >

Good 36%

Weak 10% B >
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rporate assessment and therefore a
ill not be included in this year's annual audit and

10 <Performance indicators shew that the Council’s rate of |mprovement is increasing

improving 2003/04, 51 per cent of BVPIs have improved. Overall rates of
recycling, staff disabilities, and the percentage of earners from minority
communities match the best 25 per cent of councils. Unaudited data for the first
three quarters of 2007/08 indicates further significant improvement across a
range of performance indicators, although homelessness, culture and dealing
with housing benefits remain weaker areas.
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Steady progress is being made in exploring the potential for more effective joint
working between councils. This follows the government’s decision to retain the
county and district structure in Somerset. A clearer commitment to joint working
and the beginnings of a formal process with council leaders and chief executives
has commenced. Capacity funding has been secured to support this process.
However, across Somerset the plans, priorities, level of leadership and
governance arrangements are all being clarified to deliver significant
improvements through joint working.

Service inspections

e residents overall enjoy a good quali
local area as a place to live;

e accessibility is generally goeod;

example:
e measuring the impact of its work, its effectiveness and value for money;

e impact of its education activity and a more focused approach to enforcement;
e review the way that it deals with waste at recycling sites; and

e measure the effectiveness of the side waste policy.

R2 The Council should ensure that it develops and publishes service standards and

measures performance against the standards for its services.
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16 These recommendations will be followed up in our future work with the Council
and next year's direction of travel assessment.
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The audit of the accounts and value for
money

17 Your appointed auditor has reported separately to Audit Committee on 27
September 2007 on the issues arising from our 2006/07 audit and has issued:
e an unqualified opinion on your accounts
e aconclusion on your vfm arrangements to say that these arrangements are
adequate ; and
e areport on the Best Value Performance Plan confirming that tf
been audited.
Use of Resources
18 The findings of the auditor are an important componen
particular the Use of Resources score is derived fro
the auditor in the following areas.
e Financial reporting (including the preparation © ts of the Council
and the way these are presented to the public).
e Financial management (including how
with strategy to support council prioritie
e Financial standing (including the stre
e Internal control (includin
stewardship and cont
e Value for money
the costs and qua
19 The assessment of the C

these five areas as fo S.

Y

Element Assessment Previous
for 2006/07 assessment
Financial reporting 3outof4 3outof4
Financial management 3outof4 3outof4
Financial standing 2outof4 2outof4
Internal control 2 out of 4 2 out of 4
Value for money 3outof4 3outof4
Overall assessment of the Audit Commission @ 3 out of 4 3outof4

(Note: 1 = lowest, 4 = highest)

South Somerset District Council



Annual Audit and Inspection Letter | The audit of the accounts and value for
money 11

20 The Council's overall scores for each of the five criteria remained unchanged
from last year. However, further improvements were noted in a number of areas,
particularly financial management, where the Council improved its underlying
scores from two (adequate) to three (performing well) for two of the three
supporting themes - sound budgeting/ financial strategy and managing
performance against budgets- and it retained its score of four (performing
strongly) for the third theme, asset management.

21 Other key messages from the audit are as follows:

e The Council continues to produce annual accounts of a
supported by working papers of a generally good qualj
errors were identified at audit.

igh standard,
and only minor

e Arrangements for monitoring performance againg S targets have been

receive regular reports on
and risk management is not

22

23 The resultsfrom our detailed checks on a sample of performance indicators were
generally satisfactory. However, as last year we were unable to confirm the
reliability of the indicator in respect of private sector homes vacant for more than
six months. We understand that the required improvements in the arrangements

for preparing this indicator have been introduced in the current year.
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Triennial review of internal audit

During the year, we completed a triennial review of internal audit, which is
provided to the Council by the South West Audit Partnership (SWAP). SWAP
achieves a high level of compliance with the CIPFA Code for Internal Audit. The
areas of non-compliance are relatively minor in nature and will not require
significant work to secure full compliance in the short-term.

SWAP responded extremely positively to this report and has agreed an action
plan to address all the areas of non-compliance with the Code.

Financial standing

The Council has sound budgetary control arrangements and a good-track record
of delivering expenditure within budget. For 2007-8, in common witk many other

The Council's medium-term financial plan identifies ignificant gaps for future
years. The Council's agreed financial strateg balanced budget-

for savings proposals. Follo
balanced budget for 2008

Council has plans in p
based assessment of f

committee.

The outputs from the interactive sessions highlighted the key areas where
members felt that the audit committee should add value, particularly through:

e Probing the information they receive from internal and external audit;

e Ensuring transparency and accountability in the conduct of the Council's
affairs;
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e Seeking assurances on the effectiveness of the Council's internal controls;
and

e Providing an independent scrutiny of the Council's financial statements prior
to their approval.

31 The workshop also highlighted the following key areas where members felt they
needed continuing or additional training to enable them to perform their role as
audit committee members effectively:

e the financial statements;
e risk management; and
e the new Annual Governance Statement.
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Looking ahead

The public service inspectorates are currently developing a new performance
assessment framework, the Comprehensive Area Assessment (CAA). CAA will
provide the first holistic independent assessment of the prospects for local areas
and the quality of life for people living there. It will put the experience of citizens,
people who use services and local tax payers at the centre of the new local
assessment framework, with a particular focus on the needs of those whose
circumstances make them vulnerable. It will recognise the importance of effective
local partnership working, the enhanced role of Sustainable Communities

area risk assessment and reporting performance on
set, together with a joint inspectorate annual directi

The first results of our work on CAA wil
will include the performance data from
Area Agreements.
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Closing remarks

This letter has been discussed and agreed with the Council's management team.
A copy of the letter will be presented at the District Executive on 3 April 2008.
Copies need to be provided all Council members.

Further detailed findings, conclusions and recommendations on the areas
covered by audit and inspection work are included in the reports issued to the
Council during the year.

AN

Table 2 Reports issued

Report <\IZ)/te o}i@{

Audit and inspection plan // April 2006 \\

Triennial Review of Internal Audit / / }tﬂ)}ZOO?

Annual Governance Report \\/ /S/ptember 2007

Opinion on financial statements~_ \ <'\September 2007

Value for money conclusion \ \\ \\S\thember 2007
Final accounts memorandum \\ > /\\\O\ctéber 2007

Environment Inspection \ \// October 2007

Statutory report/o{n /ré Cagnail's BV?D\P& December 2007
Use of Reso@ceé Audito;/Juﬁgment% \ January 2008
\%4

Revised Corpor G‘\RQI/O a sessment April 2008
Repo

Ay/ m\qspéc\mmtter March 2008

Th Council has take a posmve and constructlve approach to audit and

Availability of this letter

This letter will be published on the Audit Commission’s website at
www.audit-commission.gov.uk, and also on the Council’s website.

Rob Hathaway
Relationship Manager

South Somerset District Council



16 Annual Audit and Inspection Letter | Closing remarks

March 2008
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